Suboptimal choice in pigeons: Does the predictive value of the conditioned reinforcer alone determine choice?
Prior research has found that pigeons are indifferent between an option that always provides a signal for reinforcement and an alternative that provides a signal for reinforcement only 50% of the time (and a signal for the absence of reinforcement 50% of the time). This suboptimal choice suggests that the frequency of the signal for reinforcement plays virtually no role and choice depends only on the predictive value of the signal for reinforcement associated with each alternative. In the present research we tested the hypothesis that if there are two or three signals for reinforcement associated with the suboptimal alternative but each occurs only 25% or 17% of the time, respectively, pigeons would show a greater preference for the suboptimal alternative. Although we found that increasing the number of signals for reinforcement associated with the suboptimal alternative did not increase the preference for the suboptimal alternative (relative to a single signal for reinforcement) extended training on this task resulted in a significant preference for the suboptimal alternative by both groups. This result suggests that contrast between the expected outcome at the time of choice (50% reinforcement) and the value of the signal for reinforcement (100% reinforcement) is also responsible for choice of the suboptimal alternative.